Diagnosis of small hepatocellular carcinoma: correlation of MR imaging and tumor histologic studies.
Magnetic resonance (MR) images of the liver were used to study 43 patients with relatively small hepatocellular carcinomas (HCCs) and 36 with other hepatic mass lesions. In 27 HCC patients, histologic findings were available. All focal lesions detectable by CT without contrast media were delineated with greater contrast by MR imaging. The rate of detection depended on tumor size, being 97.5% for HCCs greater than 2 cm in the longest axis and 33.3% for those less than 2 cm. MR imaging demonstrated the ring sign characteristic of encapsulated HCC twice as frequently as CT scans. Inversion recovery (IR) images depicted the internal structure of the HCC better than T2-weighted spin-echo images. Lesions were classified into four patterns of intensity: low, iso, high, and mixed. The latter three were relatively characteristic of HCC and related closely with steatosis of cancer tissue. HCCs with fibrosis tended to have long T1 values; those with steatosis had short T1 values. T1 and T2 relaxation times were useful in the differential diagnosis.